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FIRST READING   from James Baldwin  
 
How can one respect, let alone adopt, the values of a people who do not, on any level whatever, 
live the way they say they do, or the way they say they should? The American Negro has the 
great advantage of having never believed the collection of myths to which white Americans 
cling: that their ancestors were all freedom-loving heroes, that they were born in the greatest 
country the world has ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in battle and wise in peace, that 
Americans have always dealt honorably with Mexicans and Indians and all other neighbors or 
inferiors, that American men are the world’s most direct and virile, that American women are 
pure. Negroes know far more about white Americans than that; it can almost be said, in fact, that 
they know about white Americans what parents—or, anyway, mothers—know about their 
children. 
 
Not everything that is faced can be changed. But nothing can be changed until it is faced. … 
Most of us are about as eager to change as we were to be born, and go through our changes in a 
similar state of shock.  Any real change implies the breakup of the world as one has always 
known it, the loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety. And at such a moment, 
unable to see and not daring to imagine what the future will now bring forth, one clings to what 
one knew, or dreamed that one possessed. Yet, it is only when we are able, without bitterness or 
self-pity, to surrender a dream we have long cherished or a privilege we have long possessed that 
we are set free — we have set ourselves free — for higher dreams, for greater privileges. 
 
One must say Yes to life, and embrace it wherever it is found - and it is found in terrible 
places. … For nothing is fixed, forever and forever, it is not fixed; the earth is always shifting, 
the light is always changing, the sea does not cease to grind down rock. Generations do not cease 
to be born, and we are responsible to them because we are the only witnesses they have. The sea 
rises, the light fails, lovers cling to each other and children cling to us. The moment we cease to 
hold each other, the moment we break faith with one another, the sea engulfs us and the 
light goes out. 
 
 
SECOND READING    
Summons  Robert Francis 
 
Keep me from going to sleep too soon 
Or if I go to sleep too soon 
Come wake me up. Come any hour 
Of night. Come whistling up the road. 
Stomp on the porch. Bang on the door. 
Make me get out of bed and come 
And let you in and light a light. 
Tell me the northern lights are on 
And make me look. Or tell me clouds 
Are doing something to the moon 
They never did before, and show me. 
See that I see. Talk to me till 
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I'm half as wide awake as you 
And start to dress wondering why 
I ever went to bed at all. 
Tell me the walking is superb. 
Not only tell me but persuade me. 
You know I'm not too hard persuaded.  
 
 
 
 
 
Come Wake Me Up  
 
Last Monday night at Mt. Zion Temple in St. Paul, hundreds of people showed up to grieve and 
remember, to wonder and weep, to pray and sing and hold each other, strangers mostly, but not 
really, it turns out.  Muslims and Jews, Catholics, Protestants, Unitarian Universalists, native 
people, people with no religious label– none of that mattered. What mattered was that our family 
had been attacked; our family was grieving and shaken and afraid. Somebody was hurting our 
family, and it has gone on far too long. We heard the names of those murdered in Pittsburgh, our 
relations, and the names of those murdered in Kentucky, our relatives, and we heard the shofar, 
the ram’s horn, calling us to prayer and action, sounding the alarm, gathering us in, and gathering 
us back to the music before music that held us as humans before the beginning of words. The 
shofar sounds a primordial music. One speaker, whose father was killed here in Minnesota a few 
years ago in a workplace shooting, told us that the people who died in the synagogue, all of them 
older members of the congregation, were likely part of a small circle of steadfast, sometimes 
self-appointed pillars of the community who comprise the minyan, the requisite number of Jews 
who must be present in the temple when people come to pray; they must be there to hear it when 
someone speaks the mourner’s kaddish, or some other kind of prayer. These elders were the ones 
who always came early on Saturdays and likely stayed late; who lived their lives like trees, trees 
of life, sturdy oaks and flexible, forgiving willows; they were trees planted by the water. Like 
Mother Emmanuel in Charleston, the synagogue lost the pillars of its congregation, the minyan, 
the faithful who always showed up.  
 
We need a minyan now, in our nation.  We need a core we can rely on to bear witness and show 
up, a mighty, ever-expanding core of leaders: thousands, tens of thousands, millions strong, a 
mighty core to outnumber the so-called, self-serving, official leaders who cannot, will not, do not 
lead or represent us. We need – we need to be - a minyan millions strong who will show up over 
and over, with intelligent hope and radical love intact and ever-ready, who like trees planted by 
the water, shall not be moved, nor swayed nor dissuaded, no matter how turbulent, how terrible, 
how treacherous and dangerous, and distressing and depressing that roiling water is. We will 
show up for each other, for our country, for our family, which is beautiful and under attack, a 
family not defined nor bound by borders nor limited by labels, but which includes everybody, 
every living endangered thing, every person, every patch of sacred ground.  
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Some years ago we held a class here in which one of the assignments was to rewrite the Ten 
Commandments.  Each person got to make up their own rules, ten or eleven or twenty or two, 
based on their own convictions and values, their own beliefs about what it means to be a person, 
a good person, and to be in right relation, the commandments by which they wished everyone 
would live, the covenants they themselves tried every day to keep.  One woman said that one of 
hers was Stand where we can see you. She told us that as a woman, as a lesbian, as a mother, as a 
person, she needed people to be clear, to be open and out, visible and vocal with their values, 
fully present as allies and as co-creators of community. Don’t sit silent on the sidelines, believing 
that good intentions are enough. Stand where we can see you.  Don’t hide behind your privilege 
just because you can.  She also meant, I think, speak your truth in love. Be brave enough to 
speak your heart. If you are passionate, say so. If you’re weary and frightened, overwhelmed, 
infuriated, numb - say that too. Share that too, so we can know each other in all of our humanity, 
and help each other, hold each other, coax each other forward, not let one another fall.  Stand 
where we can see you. It was in obedience to that commandment that Mt. Zion in St. Paul and 
synagogues across the country were packed on Monday night.   
 
This is a harrowing time. “Harrowing” is what happens when farmland, a tender strip of 
unturned sod, is ripped open by a rake or a plow and left exposed to the elements. This feels like 
a harrowing time, as if we have been torn to shreds, and it has felt in some weeks, most weeks, 
for weeks and weeks and months on end, as if everything important, everything worthy, 
everything precious and everything we need has been ransacked and ruined, trashed beyond 
repair, from the Arctic ice and national monuments, sacred waters, tender land, to endangered 
animals, to endangered loved ones: native people, immigrants, people of color and Black people 
especially, transgendered people, poor people, people with disabilities, women, the aged, the sick 
– beloved people and also cherished principles: freedom of religion, freedom of the press, 
freedom of speech; the expectation of honesty, justice, mercy, kindness, vision, and an 
expectation also of a certain way of being that keeps our most heinous human tendencies in 
check. Not just “politeness.” At some point, at many points, along the way of history, we’ve 
agreed as humans to be decent with each other, to be civil, gracious, restrained and responsible – 
all of which has to do for me with covenants we keep because they’re right and good and also 
prudent, because otherwise we might kill each other.  We might incite one another to murderous 
violence.  White supremacy has always existed and to some extent defined us, but in most of our 
lifetimes and most of our lives it has been lurking underneath in the subliminal shadows and the 
toxic shallows; it has not been sanctioned right out loud. This is changing now. The premise of 
white supremacy, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia has never been as articulate, 
as proud and as coast-to-coast pervasive, casually accepted and expected as it is now. This is a 
canny and effective shift to normalization: there’s not a lot of daylight between a presidential 
tweet or a campaign speech at some southern or northern, or rural or urban or Midwestern 
whistle-stop, not a great distance between a few well-chosen vicious words and the making and 
mailing of a pipe bomb, the purchase and use of an AR-15 (the “most vilified and beloved rifle 
in the United States,” according to the New York Times).  This is a harrowing time, when our 
conscience and consciousness have been ripped wide open and exposed, and the only way to 
hold it, at least for me, the only way that I can hold it is somehow to believe that with the 
harrowing comes the sowing, that seeds will be planted here, that this test will strengthen us to 
flourish, that we will show, by showing up for one another, that love is stronger than fear, that 
love in fact will win and we shall not be moved.  
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In the midst of another harrowing time, the middle of the twentieth century, James Baldwin 
wrote: 
 
Not everything that is faced can be changed. But nothing can be changed until it is faced. … 
Most of us are about as eager to change as we were to be born, and go through our changes in a 
similar state of shock.  Any real change implies the breakup of the world as one has always 
known it, the loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety. And at such a moment, 
unable to see and not daring to imagine what the future will now bring forth, one clings to what 
one knew, or dreamed that one possessed. Yet, it is only when we are able, without bitterness or 
self-pity, to surrender a dream we have long cherished or a privilege we have long possessed 
that we are set free — we have set ourselves free — for higher dreams… 
 
Tuesday’s election has something to do with privilege and dreams.   
 
Danny Bryck is a Jewish actor, activist and poet. He has a piece about exactly how hard the work 
of proper dreaming is: 
 
If you could go back 
 
I know, I know 
If you could go back you 
would walk with Jesus 
You would march with King 
Maybe assassinate Hitler 
At least hide Jews in your basement 
It would all be clear to you 
But people then, just like you 
were baffled, had bills 
to pay and children they didn’t 
understand and they too 
were so desperate for normalcy 
they made anything normal 
Even turning everything inside out 
Even killing, and killing, and it’s easy 
for turning the other cheek 
to be looking the other way, for walking 
to be talking, and they hid 
in their houses 
and watched it on television, when they had television, 
and wrung their hands 
or didn’t, and your hands 
are just like theirs. Lined, permeable, 
small, and you 
would follow Caesar, and quote McCarthy, and Hoover, and you would want 
to make Germany great again 
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Because you are afraid, and your 
parents are sick, and your 
job pays shit and where’s your 
dignity? Just a little dignity and those kids sitting down in the highway, 
and chaining themselves to 
buildings, what’s their fucking problem? And that kid 
That’s King. And this is Selma. And Berlin. And Jerusalem. And now 
is when they need you to be brave. 
Now 
is when we need you to go back 
and forget everything you know 
and give up the things you’re chained to 
and make it look so easy in your 
grandkids’ history books (they should still have them, kinehora) 
Now 
is when it will all be clear to them. 
 
Now is the time to do the hard, hard work that years from now will look effortless, easy and 
destined somehow.  Now is the time to make our history, to make plain the history our children 
will read and live into when they are grown.   Stand where they can see you.   We need a minyan 
here.  We need everyone to speak and listen now, and everyone to vote.   This is no time to lay 
low, to be discreet, to shut your eyes and ears because it’s just too painful and too ugly, and your 
fragility feels real (white fragility, most of us), and we’d rather look away, hunker down, until 
the storm is past.  It doesn’t really touch us anyway, not most of us, directly. 
 
That talk is against our religion, friends.  We need everybody present and accounted for, present 
and accountable, telling in the first person plural a new story which is an old story, an ancient, 
holy story about who we are and who we’re called to be, which some of you might call “children 
of God,” and some might just call “good and decent people, brave, creative, visionary people,” 
humans trying to be better than we’ve been so far, trying to be more human and humane.  
 
Come wake me up, said the poet, Robert Francis.  
Come any hour of the night. 
Stomp on the porch, bang on the door.   
Make me get out of bed and come light a light. 
 
I want to stand where you can see me.  
 
 
What story are we living in? What story do we tell ourselves about ourselves as a people, as a 
country?    There is no politics that is not “identity politics.” You root for your team, you vote for 
your tribe, you defend the interests of your family.  Who are they, exactly?  How wide can your 
arms extend?  What story are we living in?  
 
The founders and the framers, white men all and traffickers in slaves, started with a chapter – a 
bloody, hypocritical, imperfect and unfinished chapter - that left the black people they had 
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captured, raped and tortured out of the story, and the native people they murdered and removed 
out of the story, and the poor who owned no land out of the story, and all women out of the story.  
But somehow, despite their racist limitations, those brilliant white men drafted a drafty thing, the 
Constitution, through which light could shine both through what was said and what was left 
unsaid. Their wild experiment was never really intended to hold everyone, not like this, but in 
their genius and their inadvertent error the framers made a frame, made, in spite of themselves, a 
living document to be understood anew in every generation. They opened an unimagined and 
unprecedented kind of possibility, about what it means to make and be a country.  
 
Who exactly is created equal?  What exactly is self-evident?  Say it plain said Langston Hughes, 
in Harlem, at the turn of the 20th century,  America never was America to me… but America 
shall be.  Black lives matter, said three brilliant, queer, young women of color at the turn of the 
21st century, echoing Baldwin and Hughes and Douglass and Tubman and Wheatley and even, in 
a way, Jefferson, and even, in a way, Jesus.  Life is sacred.  Lives are not for wasting. And if 
your name or the names of your family, your beautiful, beloved family,  do not appear in the 
original version of the story and are not held in reverence now, then we need to grab our own pen 
and parchment, our own stage and microphone, our own ballots, and tell a different, better, and 
more patriotic story. We will draft it by hand and in time hand it to our children along with the 
stern instruction, that it is their right and duty and a sacred honor to revise it as they grow and 
make a world that none of us will live to see. That’s what’s happened all along.  
 
All politics is identity politics. With whom do you identify?  The story we are telling to ourselves 
about ourselves as a nation is a troubled but unfolding story, a brave and open book, and if you 
tell it right, it is about the people’s courage, the people’s solidarity across and because of their 
amazing, intersecting and interdependent identities. It could be a story of redemption and hope, 
resistance, resilience, reparations, right relationship to water, to land, to the living earth, and to 
each other. This is not about making it great again; it was only ever a great aspiration.  This is 
about making something beautiful and true.  
 
James Baldwin wrote,  
An identity is questioned only when it is menaced, as when the mighty begin to fall, or when the 
wretched begin to rise, or when the stranger enters the gates, never, thereafter, to be a stranger. 
Identity would seem to be the garment with which one covers the nakedness of the self: in which 
case, it is best that the garment be loose, a little like the robes of the desert, through which one's 
nakedness can always be felt, and, sometimes, discerned. This trust in one's nakedness is all that 
gives one the power to change one's robes.   
 
That’s the hard part about standing where we can be seen. Our nakedness, our vulnerability, is all 
apparent. The most poignant and powerful part of story is our reliance on each other, our brave 
and humble declarations of interdependence.  
 
“Come wake me up,” said the poet in the  poem, “Summons,”  
 
Keep me from going to sleep too soon 
Or if I go to sleep too soon 
Come wake me up. Come any hour 
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Of night. ... 
Stomp on the porch. Bang on the door. 
Make me get out of bed and come 
And let you in and light a light. 
 
This is all about love. One writer says,  
 
The voice in the lines could be a man, a woman, black, white, gay, straight, American, 
immigrant, old, young…the person being addressed could likewise be a man, a woman, black, 
white, gay, straight, American, immigrant, old, young… The person asked to come stomp on the 
porch could be a lover, a wife, simply a friend, or even a stranger; the relationship is not 
established, which leaves [everything] wide open …  But it is above all else about love: love of 
the open heart, of the one who comes with that summons, of the moonlight and the night, of the 
wild urge to run and see and breathe and be, of the drive to experience all there is to be found, 
and not alone, but with that un-named other who is loved as much as the moonlight and the night 
and the lighting of the light.  [William Rivers Pitt] 
 
Come wake me up. … 
Tell me the northern lights are on 
And make me look. Or tell me clouds 
Are doing something to the moon 
They never did before, and show me. 
See that I see. Talk to me till 
I'm half as wide awake as you 
Not only tell me but persuade me. 
You know I'm not too hard persuaded.  
 
We will wake each other up. 
We will call each other out.  
We will persuade each other that some fights are still worth fighting.  
We will hold each other up,  
and we will love each other fiercely,  
as if our lives depended on such love, 
because our lives depend upon such love.   
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
The  words in closing came from Chris Kasinger, a member here: his poem, “where my hope 
comes from”  
 
 


